Cognitive and affective empathy in depression linked to executive control.
Depression has been linked to executive dysfunction and emotion recognition impairments, associated with abnormalities in fronto-temporal and subcortical brain regions. Little is known about changes of different empathy subcomponents during depression, with potential impairments being related to the interpersonal difficulties of depressed patients. Twenty patients treated for an episode of unipolar depression and 20 matched healthy controls were assessed. Measures of dispositional and behavioural empathy components were administered along with tests of cognitive flexibility, response inhibition and working memory. Relative to controls, depressed patients showed higher self-reported dispositional empathy scores, mainly driven by increased personal distress scores. Patients and controls did not differ significantly in terms of behavioural cognitive empathy, empathic concern and personal affective involvement or in their executive function performance. In the patients, cognitive flexibility and response inhibition accuracy were associated with behavioural empathy. While an increased disposition towards feeling personal distress in response to other people's suffering seems to be in generally related to depressive symptoms, behavioural empathy might depend on the functional integrity of executive control during an episode of clinical depression. Impairments in this regard could contribute to the interpersonal difficulties depressed patients are frequently faced with which might have important implications for treatment.